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A television information system for distributing television 
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scribers divided among a plurality of service areas. A system 
manager receives requests for service from subscribers and 
assigns each requesting subscriber to one of a plurality of 
video provider elements. The video provider element pro- 
vides a television information service to the requesting 
subscriber. An rf processing unit associated with the video 
provider element places the television information service 
on a carrier frequency assigned to the subscriber by the 
system manager. An rf switch controlled by the system 
manager directs each carrier frequency to the service area of 
the corresponding requesting subscriber. 
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OUTPUT SWITCHING FOR LOAD 
LEVELLING ACROSS MULTIPLE SERVICE 
AREAS 

This application is a continuation-in-part of U.S. appli- 
cation Ser. No. 08/333,957, filed Nov. 3, 1994, Pat. No. 
5,587,734, which is a continuation-in-part of U.S. applica- 
tion Serial No. 08/056,958, filed May 3, 1993, Pat. No. 
5,526,034, which is a continuation-in-part of U.S. applica- 
tion Ser. No. 07/877,325, filed May 1, 1992, Pat. No. 
5,412,720, which in turn is a continuation-in-part of U.S. 
application Ser. No. 07/754,932, filed Sep. 10, 1991, Pat. 
No. 5,220,420, which is a continuation-in-part of U.S. 
application Ser. No. 07/589,205, filed Sep. 28, 1990, issued 
as U.S. Pat. No. 5,093,718. These related applications and 
international patent publication WO 93/22877, published 
Nov. 11, 1993, are hereby incorporated herein by reference. 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

The present invention relates to cable television systems 
having two-way communications capability with the user. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Television has long been viewed as a one-way informa- 
tion service. Television programming is provided over a 
number of channels and broadcasts over a wide viewing 
area. The television signals may be provided through over- 
air transmission, coaxial cable, a combination of fiber and 
coaxial cables (known as hybrid fiber/coax), or via satellite. 
More recently, interest has developed in the ability to 
provide interactive or two-way communications through 
television. One method for providing interactive television 
services is to provide a home with a computer processor with 
graphical output capability (also known as multimedia 
processing). Such a processor may be made to modify a 
television screen to reflect a user's inputs to the system. 
Thus, an interactive television application can be run on the 
computer processor with the output of the application 
viewed on the television while computer server systems at 
the headend provides the underlying data. Such a system 
requires that an expensive computer system be placed at 
each home with further expensive high speed data commu- 
nications modem technology to link the computer system to 
the data server computers back at the headend or central 
office. 

Another option for providing interactive television ser- 
vice to homes is to provide the interactive processing ability 
at the headend of the broadband system with just its output 
sent to the home for viewing and user inputs from the home 
are sent to the headend to provide input to the headend 
system to control its output back to the home. An immediate 
advantage to locating the processing systems at the headend 
is that the operator only needs one processor for each active, 
or simultaneous, user. This contrasts the first method of 
placing a processor in each subscribers home whether it is 
used or not. With the processing placed in a central location 
such as a broadband system headend, an interactive televi- 
sion system could be built much like a telephone switching 
system. When a user wishes an interactive video service, a 
call is set-up where a user is assigned a processor card within 
the central switch and is also assigned a radio frequency 
(TV) channel between the central switch and that subscrib- 
er's home over which to view the interaction. Commands 
from the user's remote control in the home are relayed back 
to the headend and directed to the processor card serving that 
user. The output of the card is viewed by the user over his 
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or her private channel on the user's television set. The 
systems resources, including the private channel, remain 
assigned to the individual user for the duration of use and, 
when the user tunes back to broadcast channels, these 
5 resources returned to an allocation pool available for another 
user. 

In one paper, it has been suggested that interactive ser- 
vices be delivered to individual busses on a demand basis 
only. Large, D., "Tapped Fiber vs. Fiber-Reinforced Coaxial 

10 CATV Systems", IEEE LCS Magazine, February, 1990, pp. 
12 et seq. A three level distributed switching system was 
proposed, with one switch at the headend to switch among 
hubs, one at each hub to switch among distribution lines, and 
a third level interdiction circuit to select the service for each 

15 dwelling. No architecture for such a scheme was proposed. 
Van der Star, Jack A. M., "Video on Demand Without 
Compression: A Review of the Business Model, Regulation 
and Future Implication", discusses employing frequency 
re -use to distribute video-on-demand. The conventional 

20 cable trunk is split to produce separate feeds for each 
neighborhood. A video-on-demand block of frequencies is 
combined with the conventional frequencies. The video -on- 
demand frequencies are reused in each neighborhood. Each 
neighborhood trunk appears to be associated with a plurality 

25 of agile modulators equal to the number of video-on-demand 
channels. The article recommends that the number of video- 
on-demand channels equal 10% of the number of subscrib- 
ers on the neighborhood trunk. The article further calls for 
an addressable decoder for each subscriber. 

30 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention provides in a preferred embodiment 
a system that achieves distribution of interactive television 

35 information services on a demand basis, and it does so with 
surprising economy by sharing resources including: multi- 
media processor cards, infoTmation and video>server 
computers, and the bandwidth on a broadband plant which 
has been assigned to interactive television services, expected 

40 to be ten to thirty percent of the available~broadband~plant 
bandwidth. '" --- -- - 

In a preferred embodiment, the invention provides an 
interactive television information system including a plural- 
ity of video providers. The video_providers may include 
45 selection elements and interactive elements. The video pro- 
viders are individually assignable to a subscriber from a 
subscriber pool. A system manager sub-system assigns an 
interactive element or a selection element in addition to a 
carrier frequency to a requesting subscriber. The system 
so manager controls placement of the information service 
selected by the subscriber on the carrier frequency assigned 
to that subscriber. The subscriber pool is spread over a 
plurality of service areas. Each service area is served by a 
plurality of carrier frequencies that are reused from one 
55 service area to the next. An rf switch controlled by the 
system manager directs each of the plurality of carrier 
frequencies from the video providers to one or more of the 
service areas. This novel approach can be easily conceptu- 
alized by considering the various television frequencies used 
60 by the switch as the vertical axis of a metropolitan area 
switching system. The frequencies are then physically 
switched to send the signal to the various requesting 
neighborhoods, forming the horizontal axis of this x-y 
switch. Using frequency on one axis and physically switch- 
es ing on the other axis provides signals to potentially thou- 
sands of simultaneous users economically. In this manner, an 
information service can be addressed to the assigned sub- 
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scriber by the subscriber's service area and a carrier fre- 
quency for use within that service area. The system manager 
controls the rf switch so that information services are 
provided to the correct subscribers. The system is managed 
so that identical carrier frequencies carrying different infor- 
mation services are always directed to separate subscriber 
service areas. 

In accordance with the system of the present invention, 
the video providers are shared by the subscribers of a 
subscriber pool covering a plurality of service areas. The 
video providers are assigned and reassigned on a demand 
basis to only those subscribers requesting service at a 
particular time. Since the actual peak usage at any given 
time will only be a fraction of the total number of 
subscribers, the number of video providers, particularly 
interactive elements, will typically be substantially less than 
the total number of subscribers in the subscriber pool. A 
contention -based system, such as this, needs extra capacity 
beyond the capacity needed to serve the average peak of 
users to cover up, to a prescribed degree, the unpredictable 
behavior of a population of users, A contention-based 
system, by definition, will block some users from access to 
the system when capacity equals a certain prescribed num- 
ber of users. This block factor is usually set such that, during 
normal usage, a typical user will only experience denial of 
service, every one in "n" tries. 

An embodiment of the system provides an rf processing 
means for placing the selected television information ser- 
vices on one of the plurality of carrier frequencies. The rf 
processing means may be set to a fixed carrier frequency. 
Alternatively, a number of rf processing means may be 
provided in which the carrier frequency is adjustable in 
response to the system management. The use of frequency- 
agile rf modulators is another aspect of the invention for 
reducing the total number of components required for ser- 
vicing an entire subscriber pool. 

In a further embodiment serving an entire city, the city is 
divided into a number of subscriber pools, each having a 
plurality of service areas. Each subscriber pool is served by 
a system of the present invention. By distributing the han- 
dling of an entire city into a number of systems, each with 
its own subscriber pool, system costs can be reduced. The 
inventors recognize that once the subscriber pool is of a 
sufficient size, farther reduction in overhead and thus the 
required additional components for serving peak usage is not 
reduced significantly any further, Recognizing that no fur- 
ther advantage is provided by making the system bigger in 
a city, the present invention advantageously divides the 
city's subscribers into a number of subscriber pools. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

These and other aspects of the invention will be more 
readily understood by reference to the following detailed 
description taken with the accompanying drawings, 

FIG. 1 is a schematic of an interactive television infor- 
mation system in accordance with a preferred embodiment 
of the present invention. 

FIG. 2 is a graph illustrating the concept of "law of large 
number" overhead. 

FIG. 3 is a graphic illustration of the variable peak usage 
over a plurality of service areas. 

FIG. 4 is a schematic showing the cable distribution plant 
to a plurality of fiber service areas 

FIG. 5 is a schematic of an analog multimedia processor 
type of interactive element. 
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FIG. 6 is a schematic of a digital multimedia processor 
type of interactive element employing MPEG mixing tech- 
nology. 

FIG. 7 is a schematic of a home interface controller and 
5 analog set-top for use in the system of FIG. 1. 

FIG. 8 is a schematic showing an embodiment of the 
system management and communications I/O of the system 
of FIG. 1. 

FIG. 9 is a schematic showing the use of fixed frequency 
10 and frequency agile modulators with and without switching 
in the system of FIG. 1. 

FIG. 10 is a drawing of an output switch and combiner of 
FIG. 1. 

15 DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 

PRESENTLY PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

For the purposes of the description herein and the claims 
that follow it, unless the context otherwise requires, the term 

20 "broadband distribution system" or "broadband system" 
includes all integrated systems for delivery of any informa- 
tion service to subscribers for use in connection with their 
televisions. These include conventional cable television sys- 
tems utilizing coaxial cable for distribution primarily of 

25 broadcast and pay television programming, cable television 
systems using fiber optics and mixed fiber optic-coaxial 
cable (called hybrid fiber-coax systems), as well as other 
means for distribution of information services to subscrib- 
ers. Similarly, unless the context otherwise requires, the term 

30 "information service" includes any service capable of being 
furnished to a television viewer having an interface permit- 
ting (but not necessarily requiring) interaction with a facility 
of the broadband system provider, including but not limited 
to an^mteractiv^jnformation -service, video -onrdemand,\ 

35 local origination serviceT^mmn^y^evcnt service, regular 
broadcast service, etc. A^tele vision information signal" is 
any signal that may be utilized by a television for video 
display, regardless of the form of the-television information 
signal, including a standard;NTS'C-modulated rf carrier, an 

40 MPEG -compressed digital data stream, or any other format. 
"Interactive television service" means an information ser- 
vice that utilizes two-way communication between a sub- 
scriber and a facility _of the cable provider. When a sub- 
scriber is receiving^iriteractive television service, it means 

45 that the cable provider is providing an information service to 
the home interface controller in response to a communica- 
tion from the subscriber to the headend; it is not necessary 
that the subscriber continue communicating with the cable 
provider once interactive service has begun. 

50 Referring now to FIG. 1, a cable television system is 
shown in which interactive television service is made avail- 
able in accordance with an embodiment of the present 
invention. The cable provideruses cable^rf combiners 18 to 
combine_conventional broadcast xhannels 20 with interac-* 

55 ^tiye_ tel evisio n service^NThe available bandwidth of the 
transmission cables, in accordance with an embodiment of 
the invention, are_divided-into two^separate bands, one 
which carries the broadcast channels to all cable subscribers 
and the second band for carrying the interactive television 

eo service. Those subscribers requesting anCinteractive channel 
at a particular time will be assigned to a particulaFinteractive 
channel from^ among those available in the band. The 
interactive carrier frequency assignment is performed by the 
system manager 22. 

65 The entire subscriber pool serviced by the interactive 
system controlled by the system manager 22 is divided into 
a plurality of service areas. Each service area is served by a 
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transmission line which may be a fiber optic cable, a coaxial 
cable or other transmission service. Hence the service areas 
are sometimes referred to herein as FSA's (fiber service 
areas). Each service area thus tends to be geographically 
distinct from the other service areas. Each service area 
provides cable television service to a defined subset of the 
subscriber pool. T h^b^o^ dic^Uban^ransmitted over each of 
the service areas of the cable system provide the same 
television information signals. The same broadcast channels 
20 are thus provided to all subscribers in the subscriber pool. 
Interactive television service is generally individual to the 
particular requesting subscriber. Although, there may be 
instances where an interactive service can be shared by more 
than one subscriber such as in the case of near-video-on- 
demand where more than one subscriber is requesting a 
movie that begins at the same time. 

Interactive service is addressed to a particular subscriber 
by identifying an interactive carrier frequency and a par- 
ticular service area. An identical carrier frequency on a 
different service area may serve an entirely different sub- 
scriber with a different interactive information service. To 
illustrate, assume that channels 2-70 are conventional cable 
broadcast channels and that channels 71-90 are used for 
interactive television service. The television information 
signals provided over channels 2-70 will be the same for all 
of the service areas. Channels 71-90 are used to satisfy the 
requests of subscribers wishing interactive television ser- 
vice. If there are five requestors seeking interactive service 
in service area 1, they may be getting their interactive 
service individually over channels 71-75. In service area 2, 
there may be a dozen subscribers requesting interactive 
service and they may be receiving their service over chan- 
nels 71-73, 78-82 and 87-90. While the identical carriers 
71-73 are both providing service in service area 1 and 
service area 2, generally the television information signals 
being provided on identical carriers in different service areas 
will be entirely different. On the other hand, it is possible 
that a subscriber in service area 1 and a subscriber in service 
area 2 are both requesting to see a particular movie that 
begins at 8 p.m. from the near-video-on-demand information 
source. The system could provide this movie over channel 
73 and deliver channel 73 with this same information service 
to service area 1 and service area 2. The system may be 
programmed to take advantage of this economy by sharing 
a selection element and an rf processor^ithitthe two sub- 
scribers requesting the idelu^Sl"leievisioMiniorrnation sig- 
nal. This would require limiting interaction with the sub- 
scribers while the movie plays. 

In the situation where there are 20 interactive NTSC 
channels in each service area, there would be a limit of 20 
requesting subscribers from any service area to receive 
interactive information service at the same time. Additional 
subscribers may be served in the instances where two or 
more subscribers in one service area are requesting an 
identical service so that one channel may be shared by more 
than one subscriber. The number of subscribers that may 
receive interactive service in a service area may be further 
expanded by digital compression. A channel can carry 
several compressed digital data streams. In such cases, a 
television information signal is addressed to a subscriber by 
identifying the particular data stream on a channel in addi- 
tion to identifying the channel on the subscriber's service 
area. 

Referring now to the interactive television service 
provider, a wide variety of interactive information sources 
10 may be made available to the system. Such sources may, 
include a wide variety of sat MUj£|ig^,g^,4^^^^ Q ™^ t ^ r 
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tim^fljSs^er- '13 ancl ' jplS^i ^ ^l ^y^ rs,' such as video 
caslsefte^fcbrders or laserdisc rpteyersW The information 
services may include games, digitally recorded movies, 

5 movies on tape, catalogs, etc. A variety of video providers 12 
interact with the information sources in response to inter- 
active communications from the subscriber. The information 
service is provided on the subscriber's assigned channel by 
the rf processing units 14. The carrier frequency from the rf 

10 processing unit must be sent out to the appropriate fiber 
service area. Applying the te^ley isio ^n if ofm alio n signal to 
the selected service area is performed "in the switcher- 
combiner 16. Some of the video providers are fixedly 
assigned to a particular service area. For these video 

15 providers, control of switches is not needed within the 
switcher combiner. For those video providers not perma- 
nently assigned to a service area, service area switches in the 
switcher combiner 16 are controlled by the system manager 
22 to direct the signal to the currendy assigned service area. 

20 The various carrier signals for each service area are all 
combined in the switcher-combiner 16 for transmission over 
a separate cable 28 for each service area. The broadcast band 
of channels 20 i s com bincg^in^thcjrf^combinin g network 18 
with the irK^^^pj^^^^^^^^^pse^^e^aie^a. 

25 Satellite sigrmls anS near-video -on- demand are NTSC 
sources 11 that can be handled by a plurality of selection 
elements in a switched channel system 54. Near-video -on- 
demand is a collection of programs, such as movies, playing 
at predetermined intervals, such as every 15 minutes. A 

30 switched channel system is described in greater detail in an 
application entitled "Switched Channel System" invented by 
W. Leo Hoarty assigned to the same assignee herewith and 
filed Jun. 8, 1995 bearing Ser. No. 60/000,017. The disclo- 
sure of this co-pending application is hereby incorporated by 

35 reference herein. The switched channel system front end 52 
puts the input signals each on a different preassigned rf 
carrier from a plurality of rf carriers. The rf carriers may be 
carried on one or more cables. The presently preferred 
embodiment provides three cables. Each cable may have a 

40 750 MHz bandwidth for carrying 104 carrier frequencies 
each with its own television information signal. At the 
output end of the switched channel system, selection ele- 
ments 56 may tune into any of the signals on any of the 
cables. The desired television information signal is con- 

45 verted to the assigned 6 MHz carrier of a requesting sub- 
scriber by an rf modulator 57 associated with the selection 
element 56. The selection elements 56 and rf modulators 57 
are controlled by the system manager 22. The switched 
channel system 54 is suitable for information services which 

50 do not involve interactivity above and beyond the selection 
of the desired program. 

Each selection element 56 of the switched channel system 
includes an input switch and a tuner and is associated with 
an rf modulator 57. The input switch selects the one of the 

55 three cables on which the desired signal can be found. The 
tuner selects the carrier frequency of the desired signal. The 
rf modulator 57 puts the desired television information 
signal on the television frequency assigned to the requesting 
subscriber. 

60 It is an FCC requirement for cable television systems that 
the signal strength of adjacent channels made available to a 
subscriber not vary by more than 2 dB. Therefore, a gain 
control is required to provide the desired signal strength for 
any switched channel placed on the output cable. Automatic 
65 gain control is made difficult in the switched channel system 
i because the signals are scrambled. The scrambled signals 
* have their sync signal suppressed. For conventional or 
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automatic gain control to operate, the peak-to-peak ampli- 
tude of the signal including the sync signal is required. 
Preferably, the scrambled signal need not be completely 
descrambled. Sync is restored to the scrambled signal only 
for the purpose of performing automatic gain control. The 
scrambled signal is switched by the switched channel system 
and delivered at proper gain. 

In order to perform automatic gain control in the selection 
elements, the sync signal must be restored. However, to 
avoid a need for rescrambling the signal, the restoration of 
the sync signal may be performed only for automatic gain 
control of the original scrambled signal which is preserved 
in parallel with the automatic gain control operation. The 
sync signal may be restored by any of a variety of methods 
including use of the vertical blanking signal or use of color 
burst. The sync restored signal is used for automatic gain 
control of the scrambled television information signal. The 
gain controlled television information signal is modulated at 
the subscriber's assigned frequency. 

The source of more intensively interactive programming 
may be provided by computers. Server 13 streams may 
provide such interactive programming as games, catalogs, 
interactive stories or movies, etc. These interactive server 
streams are controlled and delivered to requesting subscrib- 
ers by interactive elements. Interactive elements may be any 
of a number of processors, including multimedia cards 23, 
movie only cards 24, game cards 25 etc. The interactive 
elements are individually assignable to a requesting sub- 
scriber. The system manager 22 assigns an interactive ele- 
ment to a requesting subscriber who has requested the use of 
one of the server streams. The interactive element directs the 
interactive information service through an integrated scram- 
bler modulator unit 27 where it is placed on the carrier 
frequency assigned to the requesting subscriber. In the 
presently preferred embodiment, each interactive element is 
connected to an associated integrated scrambler and modu- 
lator 27. The system manager 22 may be arranged so that 
communications between the requesting subscriber and the 
interactive element may proceed directly with one another 
once the assignment of the interactive element has been 
made. The interactive element can forward commands from 
the subscriber to the multimedia server 13, if necessary, so 
as to interactively control the interactive information ser- 
vice. An interactive element with multimedia capability 
permits screen overlays to be added on top of the program 
provided through the server stream, A game card interactive 
element is fully equipped by itself to create and manipulate 
the screen display. 

There need not be sufficient interactive elements to handle 
every subscriber in the subscriber pool. Only a small fraction 
of all subscribers will be using an interactive service at any 
given time. Therefore, the number of interactive elements 
may be determined to handle the peak usage with an 
acceptable degree of contention. Minimizing the number of 
interactive elements in a system significantly reduces overall 
system cost. 

In the telephony field, the well known engineer and 
mathematician, Erlang, created numerical tables in the 
1920's to establish the level of overhead needed for a given 
quality of service (level of availability of telephone lines, for 
instance). The tables were derived from a well known 
statistical property known as the Poisson distribution. The 
tables are in use today and provide the service overhead 
needed for a given blocking factor, known as Erlangs, for a 
given size of average peak users. The most important aspect 
of these tables is they show that the smaller the number of 
simultaneous users, then the larger the percentage of extra 
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circuits needed to provide the same level of service 
(blocking factor). This is because of the fact that the smaller 
the population of users becomes, then the more unpredict- 
able their behavior becomes and the more system elements 
5 are needed to compensate for this more unpredictable behav- 
ior. The Erlang model teaches that ten cities with one 
hundred telephones each will, in total, require more tele- 
phone switching elements than one city of a thousand 
telephones. 

10 The Erlang model is derived from the Poisson distribution 
model where the Poisson model is generalized for estimating 
the level of random behavior relative to sample population 
size. The general characteristic of these models is the 
inverse, exponential relationship of random behavior to size 

15 of measured population. The smaller the population, the 
exponentially more is the level of unpredictable behavior. As 
is typical of exponential models, the curve flattens after a 
certain value where further increases in population result in 
very small changes in random behavior. It is of this char- 

20 acteristic that the invention takes advantage. For instance, 
assuming no switching is present, then one must treat each 
fiber service area of a broadband system as an individual and 
isolated system. Within a population of interactive television 
users within one fiber service area, there may be twenty 

25 average peak simultaneous users from a subscriber base of 
two hundred interactive television service enabled subscrib- 
ers (and those two hundred interactive subscribers come 
from the total population of five hundred basic cable sub- 
scribers of that individual fiber service area.) 

30 Using the Poisson table in FIG. 2, the twenty average peak 
simultaneous users within the fiber service area require 
twenty television channels and twenty interactive processors 
within the headend plus an additional 74% or 15 more 
television channels and interactive processor to establish a 

35 service level of one percent blocking (called P01 level of 
service in the telephone industry) meaning an average user 
will experience one busy signal for each one hundred tries, 
on the average. If one could apply switching over a group of 
fiber services areas, for example, switching over five service 

40 areas, then the total population of average peak simulta- 
neous users would equal 100 users. This aggregated popu- 
lation would require an overhead (additional capacity) of 
27%, 27 more channels, to realize the same P01 level of 
blocking. Further switching to ten fiber service areas would 

45 create an average peak user base of 200 simultaneous users. 
These 200 simultaneous users would require an overhead of 
21% additional capacity to have the same P01 level of 
service, equal to 42 additional channels. Beyond ten FSA's 
(200 simultaneous users) the curve flattens around 20% 

50 additional capacity for any increase in population. 

Not all interactive service elements need to be switchable 
over the group of FSAs, a certain number of interactive 
elements can be fixed to serve a dedicated fiber service area. 
One needs only to switch a little more than the difference 

55 between the overhead requirement of the single service area 
and the average peak usage per FSA calculated across the 
entire group. By spreading the use of some but not neces- 
sarily all of the interactive elements over the larger sub- 
scriber pool rather than dedicating each controller to a 

eo particular service area, the number of required interactive 
elements is reduced because variation from average peak is 
percentage -wise smaller for a larger pool than for a smaller 
pool of subscribers. 

FIG. 3 illustrates 10 nodes, the total system having an 

65 average peak usage of 20 simultaneous users per node 
(service area). Assuming each service area has approxi- 
mately an average peak usage of 20 simultaneous users, to 
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meet the overhead for reducing the probability of blockage A service area is typically fed by an optical fiber 28. 
in any of the service areas to one in a hundred, 35 interactive Referring now to FIG. 4, the signals on the fiber 28 are 
channels will be provided over the cable to each service received in an optical receiver 34. Express cable trunks 31 
area. This may require 35 channels or 16 analog channels distribute the signals throughout the neighborhoods of the 
and four channels carrying five digitally compressed infor- 5 service area. Bridger amplifiers 30 boost the signals for 
mation signals. Other combinations are of course also pos- travel down feeder cables 32 along each street of subscrib- 
sible within the scope of the invention for providing the ers. Cable drops 36 connect subscriber homes 38 to their 
required number of television information signals to a respective feeder 32. Each home is provided with a televi- 
service area. It should be kept in mind that the actual sion set-top 40. In accordance with the present invention, a 
calculations for any group of subscribers will depend on the 10 conventional cable converter set-top 40 is sufficient to 
usage rate for that group, the average length of any inter- receive interactive television service. However, as television 
active usage and the usage characteristics surrounding the distribution changes over the years, it may become desirable 
prime times. Considering the interactive service provider to provide homes with a digital set- top or digital set-top with 
serving ten service areas with 35 interactive channels each, a multimedia processor. Preferably, each set-top is provided 
there should be no problem in terms of available bandwidth 15 with a home interface controller 42. The home interface 
to meet the average peak requirements of the entire sub- controller 42 has the capability of communicating back and 
scriber pool. In fact, the 350 interactive channels is more forth with the system manager at the broadband provider, A 
than enough. Furthermore, there is no economic need for separate band may be provided over the cable network for 
350 MMC's at the node. It should be sufficient to provide the such communications. Such communications can be time 
node with 242 interactive elements 12. Considering that 2 q division multiplexed on a communication frequency to 
some of the interactive usage will be taken by the switched provide sufficient carrying capacity for communications 
channel system, the number of interactive elements 12 can with the entire subscriber pool. Alternatively, or in addition, 
be substantially less than 242. This is made possible by the a communication band may be provided permitting the use 
use of frequency agile modulators and the if switch of the of frequency multiplexing of communications. The broad- 
present invention, which enable the entire subscriber pool to ^ band provider includes an interactive and communications 
share the interactive elements 12. gateway 26 for handling such communications between the 
In FIG. 2, it is shown for a system in which there are 20 home interface controllers 42 and the system manager 22. 
average peak users per service area, a night in which an Instead of a home interface controller communicating on the 
unexpectedly high usage rate is found across the system, cable network, a system of the present invention may use a 
there are 242 users across the whole system. This simulta- 30 separate communication link such as a telephone line for 
neous event in accordance with the calculations for this communicating between the subscriber and the system man- 
system would only happen one in a hundred times. Even for ager 22. 

this extremely high usage rate, the use of the switcher- The home interface controller 42 requests interactive 

combiner and frequency agile modulators makes possible service upon an interactive channel selection by the user, 

the economical system in which there are no more than 242 35 The system manager 22 will assign a carrier frequency to the 

interactive elements. In the diagram of FIG. 3, the additional requesting subscriber at the home interface controller 42. 

simultaneous users in service area 6 can be serviced by any The home interface controller 42 is informed of the assigned 

of the switched interactive elements 12 in the system. By carrier frequency and tunes the television set-top 40 to the 

sharing the interactive elements system -wide, the lower assigned channel. T\vo-way interactive communications can 

overhead characteristic of a larger subscriber pool permits 40 continue between the home interface controller and the 

the system to operate with an economical number of inter- assigned interactive element. 

active elements and frequency agile modulators. Each of the home interface controllers is associated with 
It is further seen that the graph of FIG. 2 is asymptotic a channel selector, typically a remote control 44 operable by 
such that spreading the distribution over an entire city does the user. In accordance with the invention of co -pending 
not change the overhead percentage in any tangible manner. 45 application Ser. No. 08/333,957 filed Nov. 3, 1994, the entire 
Therefore, once a system is designed for a subscriber pool disclosure of which is hereby incorporated by reference 
on the asymptote of the curve, there is no advantage to herein, the remote control 44 has a channel selector for 
further servicing more subscribers on the same node. Tlius, picking a channel number from a single numerical sequence 
an entire city may be served by dividing the city into a of channel numbers. To illustrate, channels 2-70 may refer 
number of nodes each with a sufficient subscriber pool to 50 to the conventional broadcast channels. Channels 71-300 
land on the asymptote of the Poisson distribution. may refer to available interactive information services. For 
It is recommended that each of the service areas be the conventional broadcast cable television service, the 
divided up such that they all have roughly similar average channel on the remote control corresponds to the channel 
peak simultaneous users. The size of a service area should be delivered over the cable. However, for the interactive infor- 
govemed by the available interactive bandwidth on a fiber 55 mation services, the channel on the remote control identifies 
optic cable. The service area size is thus governed by the a particular service so that the cable provider can deliver the 
available interactive cable bandwidth. The number of ser- requested interactive information service to the requesting 
vice areas accommodated by a single interactive cable node subscriber. The selected interactive information service is 
should be determined by the asymptote of the Poisson provided to the service area of the subscriber over the 
distribution for the system. Once the asymptote has been 60 interactive channel assigned to that subscriber by the system 
reached, it is not necessary to continue adding to the system. manager 22. This will be one of the channels in the inter- 
It may make economic sense at that point to build another active band which may include only channels 71-90 for 
cable node to service additional service areas. While the example. The assigned channel normally has no relation to 
initial node can continue to be expanded, it may be possible the interactive channel selected by the user. The home 
to reduce the cabling requirements by building a second 65 interface controller 42 controls the tuning frequency for the 
node closer to additional service areas and creating a second set-top when the channel selector is in the interactive 
subscriber pool. channel range. 



10/27/2003, EAST Version: 1.4.1 



5,81 

11 

The multimedia card 23 is one type of interactive element 
that may be made available. A multimedia card contains 
multimedia processor elements (CPU and RAM), graphics 
and display support elements, and appropriate software to 
create a generally programmable, interactive device with 
text, color image, sound and full motion video processing. 
Individual users interact with various multimedia computer 
programs that are loaded, on-demand, into the card's pro- 
cessing memory for at least the duration of the user session. 
Thus multimedia cards may be employed for movies only 24 
(providing for example, decompression of stored digitally 
compressed movies in MPEG format), for providing multi- 
media presentations using software utilizing the Intel 486 
processor or the Intel Pentium Microprocessor, or using 
3DO or SGI formats. When digital information sources are 
provided, digital interactive elements having digital encod- 
ers may be employed. Digital interactive elements as well as 
various communication cards including some which permit 
interactive overlays on broadcast programming and permit- 
ting subscribers in two or more homes to communicate 
interactively in a computer game and gateway cards are also 
provided. 

FIG: 5 illustrates the structure of an analog multimedia 
card 23 that may be used as an interactive element. The 
multimedia card includes a video sub-system 60 and audio 
sub -system 62 operating under control of CPU 64 and 
control line 66 from the system manager 22. Line 66 also is 
in communication with sources 10 of information services, 
which receive decompression by block 68 and are mixed in 
the video effects and mixer module 70. Line 66 also carries 
messages from the home interface controllers. Messages 
from the home interface controller assigned to a particular 
multimedia card are specifically addressed to that multime- 
dia card. The module 70 also receives input from graphics 
digital-to-analog converter 72 (providing, among other 
things, display for subscriber interaction) utilizing data from 
RAM/ROM storage 74 and control/content bitstream data 
obtained over line 66. The RGB/YUV output of the module 
70 is provided to an associated integrated scrambler modu- 
lator 27. The module 70 also receives a composite sync 
signal input from a scrambler/encoder in rf processing 14 for 
use in providing a system timing reference to the video 
overlay. 

The audio sub -system 62 in FIG, 5 includes a background 
music source 76, tactile response source 78 (for use in 
connection with the subscriber's remote control 44 in inter- 
active television service), and digital program source 80, 
which obtain control and content data over line 66. These 
sources all feed a mixer 82. MTS stereo audio output of the 
mixer 82 is then provided to the integrated scrambler 
modulator 27. 

The structure of a digital multimedia card 58 shown in 
FIG. 6 is similar to that of the analog MMC cards. A 
television signal and output of a graphics digital-to- analog 
converter 72 are mixed in the video effects and mixer 
module 70. Instead of decompressing the digital video 
source before feeding it to the mixer module 70, however, 
the compression here is maintained and sent directly to 
MPEG mixer 86 as MPEG source 1. The analog output of 
mixer 70 is compressed by MPEG compression encoder 84, 
which also receives the MTS audio output. The output of the 
compression encoder 84 serves as source 2 input to MPEG 
mixer 86. The output of the MPEG mixer is digital television 
in the CCIR 601 format of YUV signals (4:2:2=to 8 bits per 
picture element). This MPEG output is then sent to an 
encoder. The MPEG datastream is typically combined with 
other (typically four other) MPEG streams to then drive a 64 



53,661 

12 

QAM or 16 VSB modem that then is modulated onto an RF 
carrier to be sent out over the system. The MPEG mixing in 
block 86 is achieved by recognizing that the graphics 
overlay data from digital-to-analog converter 72 provides 

5 video content that does not change rapidly, and therefore can 
be implemented by causing the mixer to affect only the 
I-frame picture elements in the MPEG compression scheme 
with respect to the overlay content. (MPEG's compression 
scheme is described in "C-Cube CL450 Development Kit 

10 User's Guide," dated Dec. 14, 1992, Chapter 2, available 
from C-Cube Microsystems, Milpitas, Calif., which is 
hereby incorporated herein by reference.) The MPEG mixer 
86 includes an arrangement for providing the source 1 
MPEG-encoded digital signal to a buffer; an arrangement for 

15 extracting from the source 2 digital signal I-frame picture 
elements to be over-laid; and an arrangement for overlaying 
the I-frame picture elements from the source 2 digital signal 
onto the corresponding regions of the I-pictures of the 
source 1 digital signal. The other picture types of the source 

2Q 2 signal are not permitted by the mixer to modify portions 
of the I-picture that have resulted from the mixing. Further 
discussion of compressed video overlay control can be 
found in commonly assigned co-pending U.S. application 
Ser. No. 08/250,723, filed May 27, 1994, the entire disclo- 

25 sure of which is hereby incorporated by reference herein. 
FIG. 7 illustrates an embodiment of an analog set-top. the 
rf cable television input 130 feeds diplex filter 132, the high 
pass section of which feeds television information signals 
and downstream data to line 134 and splitter 136 for division 

30 among VCR rf input at 138, control data receiver 140 and 
tuner 142. The low pass section receives upstream data 
communications from control data transmitter over line 144. 
Tuner 142 is switched between VCR rf output 146 and the 
television information signals from line 134. The tuner's 

35 output is fed to descrambler 148, which is bypassed by 
switch 150. Genlock block 152 provides sync signals nec- 
essary for permitting overlay controller 154 to function 
properly with the tuner output. The overlay controller's 
output is fed directly to baseband video output 156, and the 

40 tuner's audio output is routed through volume control 158 to 
baseband audio output 160. A channel 3/channel 4 modula- 
tor 162 coupled to these baseband outputs provides rf output 
over line 164 to the subscriber television. Switch 166 
switches the television between the set-top's television 

45 information signals and the VCR 's rf output. Home interface 
controller data communications involving the data receiver 
140 and the transmitter 168 is handled by data communi- 
cations processor 170, and the information flow is via data 
bus 172 to and from set-top processor 174, infra red inter- 

50 face 176 for the remote control 44, overlay controller 154, 
tuner 142 and volume control (setting) 158. 

The system management of the presently preferred 
embodiment shall now be described in greater detail with 
respect to FIG. 8. In accordance with the preferred embodi- 

55 ment of FIG. 8, the processing resources of system man- 
agement are advantageously distributed and allocated for 
efficient use with respect to subscriber requests for interac- 
tive television service. Communications between home 
interface controllers and system management are all con- 

60 ducted through the communications I/O 26. 

The system manager 22 is responsible for two functions: 
(1) is call set-up and tear down and (2) is resource allocation 
within the interactive TV system. Call set-up is the process 
of assigning a television information signal from the home 

65 to the cable television headend and resource allocation is the 
process of assigning appropriate line cards and virtual 
circuits within the switching system in the headend. 
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Call set-up is initiated by a small program in the home transmits appropriate remote control commands addressed 

interface controller 42 which keeps track of the channel the to the SPU assigned to it. When the user tunes to a broadcast 

user is watching. The channels are broken into bands where, TV channel the call take down process is initiated by the 

for instance, channels two through 70 are assigned regular set -top system manager extension signaling the SPU 104a 

TV programming both off-air TV channels as well as cable 5 that the user has tuned away, and, after a time-out period (for 

channels such as MTV, HBO, CNN, etc. The band above this instance, five minutes), the SPU 104a signals the call setup 

broadcast band uses channels 71 to 90, for instance, for server 100 to release the interactive virtual channel previ- 

interactive services where a user is assigned one of these ously assigned. The virtual channel is logged back into the 

channels only during the duration of that user's interaction free channels list by the CSS 100. At the same time, the SPU 

with the interactive TV system (i.e. — while looking up a 10 signals the SAS 102a that it is now a free resource and the 

restaurant in the entertainment guide, or while watching a SAS places the SPU on its free card list, 

movie, etc.). A user may tune from a broadcast channel The example above is the same for MMC's 23 for 

(e.g. — ch. 37 CNN) to an interactive service virtual channel interactive multimedia as for selection elements 56 for 

(e.g. — ch. 71 for the Movie Guide or ch. 307 for an remote satellite programming applications as for MPEG2 

infomercial). When the user tunes out of the broadcast 15 movie only decoder cards 24 for movie viewing. Further, the 

channel to any channel number designated for interactive MMC can be used for a front end application such as movie 

service, the small program in the home interface controller previewing and purchasing. When the user picks a movie 

sends a signal to the system manager at the headend to using the MMC, the MMC will then pass control of the user 

initiate call set-up. to a control program that manages movie playback and 

The system manager 22 in the headend begins the call 2 o decompression (MPEG2 to NTS C). When the movie is over, 
set-up process through a system manager subsystem called the movie playback control program follows the same steps 
the call setup server (CSS) 100. The CSS 100 finds a free of call take down as the MMC did. 
interactive element or selection element corresponding to The above system management scheme can accommodate 
the virtual channel number the user is trying to tune to. As any number of diverse services in a fully distributed manner 
an example, assume the user is interested in movie previews 35 such that there are no bottlenecks in the system. This affords 
which are viewed through interacting with a multimedia optimal performance in response to user requests. By dis- 
processor and a program run on service "A" application tributing the processing of communications with home inter- 
process 104a. The CSS 100 will call a video path manager face controllers throughout system management, a greater 
subroutine to check for an available television information amount of processing can be conducted in less time with less 
channel within the band of television information signals 30 expensive processing units. 

allocated to provide interactive service to the neighborhood System management may include separate service allo- 

of the requesting user. The newly assigned television infor- cation servers 102 for each of the switched channel system, 

mation signal of the requesting user and the user's network the digital interactive elements, and the analog interactive 

address is passed to a service allocation server (SAS) 102a elements. Moreover, there may be additional service allo- 

associated with the application process. 35 cation servers 102 further dividing the interactive elements 

Assuming a non-blocked call, the system management into groups according to the type of interactive service 

function has now passed from the CSS 100 sub -system to the provided. Thus, there may be a service allocation server for 

SAS 102a (for this example). The CSS 100 is now out of the movies only, for games, and for catalogs. The service 

loop. The SAS 102a checks for a free resource, i.e., a allocation servers act as intermediaries between the call 

processor for running a service application process. If one is 40 set-up server and the video provider elements whether they 

available, control is passed to it along with the assigned be selection elements 56, MMC's 23, movie only cards 24 

television information signal and address of the calling user. or game cards 25. The service allocation servers provide 

The processor, in this example, is a multimedia card (MMC) distributed management. The call setup server 100 can pass 

23. The service application process run by MMC 23 sends the call set-up to the appropriate service allocation server. As 

a request to the application support server 201 for subscriber 45 the service allocation server identifies a video provider 

information to authenticate the user id for the neighborhood element and completes the connection with the home inter- 

from which the signal is originating. The service application face controller, the call set up server can be attending to the 

process also requests subscriber information from the appli* next caller. 

cation support server 201 customer database to check for Hie communications gateway 26 acts as a translator 

paid up service and/or access to service permission (e.g. — so between the IHOP 200 and the headend LAN connecting the 

used to block children from viewing R rated movie distributed processes of the system manager 22. The com- 

previews, for one example). Upon success, the service munications gateway 26 translates the IHOP address from an 

application process directs the conditional access controller individual user into a global Internet Protocol (IP) address 

(CAC) 203 to send a descr amble key code to the user's for addressing ethernet data packets within the headend 

set-top converter to allow it to descramble the video signal 55 LAN. IP is part of TCP/IP. Communications are directed 

that the service application process will be using. The from the communications gateway 26 to the application 

service application process also communicates directly with process directly. Once the service allocation server assigned 

the set-top in-home operations process (IHOP) 200, inform- to a home interface controller has put the home interface 

ing the program of the assigned television information controller in communication with the requested application 

signal. The home interface controller operates the in-home eo process, the communications can be handled directly. The 

operations process. A separate processor in the set-top control of the switched channel system is simple in that it is 

receives the descr ambling keys and translates them. only necessary to put the requested information service on 

The set- top IHOP 200, upon receiving the assigned the assigned television information signal. The interactive 

channel, tunes the cable TV set-top to the assigned channel. elements require greater processing requirements as inter- 

The user will see the output of the SPU card and can begin 65 active communications continue throughout a session. Sys- 

using the remote control to manipulate the program running tem management is also required to maintain administrative 

on the SPU 104a. The in home operation process 200 tasks such as billing. Each of the service application pro- 
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cesses is in communication with a transaction interface approximately 500 subscribers per service area will have 

process so that billing and credit and other financial matters one hundred fiber service areas or service neighborhoods, 

can be taken care of. Furthermore, though the frequency axis of the rf switch is 

In accordance with a preferred embodiment, each inter- the same for fiber service areas of a given size, 500 homes 

active element is connected to an integrated scrambler and 5 in this example, the large number of fiber service areas, one 

modulator 27 for rf processing. The scrambling function in hundred in this example, presents a problem of rf crosstalk 

general can either be provided in the rf processing or the to the "horizontal" or physical switching axis. Crosstalk 

interactive element. A system may be provided with an results from the large number of adjacent switch elements 

assortment of fixed frequency modulators and variable fre- used at high frequencies, about 400 MHz up to 750 MHz — 

quency modulators. The system manager will assign home 10 the band typically reserved for interactive television, 

interface controllers to interactive elements paying attention Though the crosstalk problem is surmountable, it can add 

to the particular modulator connected to the interactive considerable cost to the switch. However, in addition to the 

element. The scrambler scrambles the video signal from the novel concept of creating a metropolitan area switch for 

interactive element and the modulator puts it on the assigned television channels using frequency on one axis and physical 

carrier frequency. Once the carrier frequency has been 15 switching on the other, this invention further refines the 

applied to the video signal, it is only necessary then to make concept by limiting the number of services areas served by 

sure the signal goes to the correct service area. If the the switch and using multiple smaller switches with little 

interactive element and its modulator are fixedly assigned to impact on the overall complexity of the total system. The net 

a particular frequency and service area, the routing of the effect is to use a switch sub-system to serve five to ten fiber 

signal is complete. If the interactive element is connected to ^ service areas and to use enough switch sub-systems to 

a variable modulator, the switcher-combiner 16 performs the support the entire plant. Following the example above, and 

function of routing the signal to the designated service area. assuming ten fiber service areas per switch sub-system, then 

The switcher-combiner 16 directs the signal from the modu- ten switch sub -systems would be needed to serve the entire 

lator to the correct service area in response to control signals metropolitan area of our example city. So, ten smaller 

from the system manager 22. The switcher-combiner 16 may ^ switches have the same economy of one large switch but 

be designed so that a signal may be provided to more than without the crosstalk problem. 

one service area. Uiis may be helpful in the case of near- Referring now to FIG. 10, an rf switcher-combiner 16 of 

video-on-demand where the same signal may be requested the present invention is illustrated. The rf switch is formed 

by a variety of subscribers from different service areas. All on a printed circuit board by a conventional PIN diode 

the carrier frequencies going to a given service area must be 30 switch. The switch connected to the assigned FSA will be 

placed on the same cable. The switcher-combiner 16 also closed by a control signal originating with the system 

combines all the signals to be put on a single cable for a manager 22. The switches are connected to a combining 

given service area. network for combining all signals directed to a service area. 

Referring now to FIG. 9, the output switching arrange- The system may be arranged with the rf processing units 14 

ment of the interactive television system of the present 35 putting the television information signals on their assigned 

invention is illustrated. The present invention advanta- frequencies directly. Alternatively, the rf processing units 

geously reduces the component requirements of the inter- may use an alternate block of frequencies, for example, 100 

active system. Fixed frequency modulators 180 are included to 300 MHz. The output to each service area from the 

in this system because of their reduced cost compared to switcher-combiner 16 would then need to be directed 

frequency agile modulators. A portion of the interactive 40 through a block converter to put the signals in their finally 

channels for each service area may be serviced by a fixed assigned frequencies. The block converter may, for example, 

frequency modulator. Some of the fixed frequency modula- up convert the signals from the 100 to 300 MHz range into 

tors are in connection with an interactive element while a the 300 to 750 MHz range. 

number of fixed frequency heterodyne processors may also It is unnecessary to provide switching capability across all 

provide an output from the switched channel services. The 45 service areas serviced by a node. Sufficient flexibility to 

remaining portion of interactive elements are connected to handle excess peak usage may be satisfied by providing 

frequency agile modulators 182. The switched channel ser- modulators that are switched to among only a portion of the 

vices may also include some frequency agile heterodyne service areas. For example, some modulators may be swit- 

processors. Frequency agility adds flexibility to the assign- chable between two of the service areas. Other modulators 

ment of interactive elements to subscribers in the subscriber 50 may be switchable among four of the service areas. An 

pool. adequate distribution of switching capability should be 

Additional resource assignment flexibility is provided by sufficient to satisfy a peak simultaneous usage condition in 

the rf output switcher-combiner 16 which takes the carrier any of the service areas, 

frequencies from the frequency agile modulators 182 and I claim: 

sends them to any one or more of the service areas. In this 55 1- A television information system having a headend for 
manner, interactive elements that are connected through to supplying a plurality of information services comprising: 
the rf switcher-combiner can be diverted to assist a service a plurality of modulated video providers in communica- 
area in which there is a large number of requesting sub- tion with said headend, each modulated video provider 
scribers. In accordance with the present invention, it is not assignable to a subscriber from a subscriber pool for 
necessary to provide enough modulators and interactive 60 placing an information service selected by the sub- 
elements to fill every channel for every service area. For scriber on a carrier frequency assigned to the sub- 
example, with ten service areas each with thirty-five inter- scriber; 

active carrier frequencies, the present system operates well a first plurality of transmission links, each transmission 

with fewer than 350 interactive elements. link providing a preselected group of subscribers from 

A typical broadband plant such as a cable television 65 the subscriber pool access to a plurality of carrier 

system serving a mid-sized city with perhaps 50,000 sub- frequencies such that a carrier frequency may be reused 

scribers and building hybrid fiber-coaxial plants with concurrently by an identical carrier frequency on dif- 
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fererit ones of said transmission links to service differ- 
ent ones of the subscribers from the subscriber pool; 

a system manager for assigning one of said modulated 
video providers and a carrier frequency to a subscriber 
from the subscriber pool requesting service; and 5 

a first rf switch that can selectively connect the carrier 
frequency from at least one of the modulated video 
providers to any of a plurality of transmission links in 
said first plurality of transmission links, said first rf 
switch controlled by said system manager for directing 10 
each carrier frequency from said plurality of modulated 
video providers to the transmission link, in said first 
plurality of transmission links, providing access to the 
subscriber assigned to the carrier frequency, said sys- 
tem manager controlling said first rf switch and the 
assignment of carrier frequencies so that a carrier 
frequency and its identical carrier frequency from a 
different modulated video provider are not directed to 
the same transmission link. 

2. A cable distribution system comprising: 2Q 
a plurality of transmission means, each providing cable 

service to a plurality of subscribers and each carrying 
a plurality of carrier frequencies for the transmission of 
television information services; 

a plurality of video provider elements for providing one of 25 
a plurality of television information services; 

a plurality of rf processing units, each for receiving a 
television information service provided by one of said 
video provider elements and for placing the television 
information service on one carrier frequency from any 30 
of said plurality of carrier frequencies; 

a system manager for assigning any of said plurality of 
subscribers that requests a television information ser- 
vice to one of said video provider elements and to one 
carrier frequency of said plurality of carrier frequencies 35 
carried by the transmission means of the requesting 
subscriber; and 

an rf switch connected between said plurality of rf pro- 
cessing units and said plurality of transmission means 
for connecting the carrier frequency from one of said rf 40 
processing units to the transmission means providing 
access to the subscriber assigned to the video provider 
element associated with said one of said rf processing 
units. 

3. The cable distribution system of claim 2 wherein said 45 
rf switch can connect one of said rf processing units to any 
one or more of said transmission means. 

4. The cable distribution system of claim 2 wherein a 
portion of said rf processing units modulate to a fixed carrier 
frequency and a remaining portion of said rf processing units 50 
may be controlled to modulate to any of a range of carrier 
frequencies. 

5. The cable distribution system of claim 4 wherein said 
rf processing units modulating to a fixed carrier frequency 
are connected to one of said transmission means. 55 

6. The cable distribution system of claim 2 wherein at 
least some of said video provider elements and at least some 
of said rf processing units are paired so that each video 
provider element in the at least some of said video provider 
elements is connected to one of said rf processing units in 60 
the at least some of said rf processing units. 

7. The cable distribution system of claim 2 further com- 
prising a communication gateway coupled through a data 
communication link with the subscribers on said plurality of 
transmission means, said communication gateway arranging 65 
data communication between a subscriber and the video 
provider element assigned to the subscriber. 
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8. The cable distribution system of claim 7 wherein said 
plurality of video provider elements includes a plurality of 
interactive elements. 

9. The cable distribution system of claim 7 wherein said 
plurality of video provider elements comprises a plurality of 
interactive application processes and the video provider 
element assigned to the subscriber is one of said plurality of 
interactive application processes. 

10. The cable distribution system of claim 2 comprising 
an rf combiner connected to a source of broadcast channels 
and to said rf switch for combining the broadcast channels 
with each of the plurality of carrier frequencies for delivery 
to each of the respective transmission means in said plurality 
of transmission means. 

11. The television information system of claim 1 further 
comprising a communication gateway coupled through a 
data communication link with the subscribers on said first 
plurality of transmission links, said communication gateway 
arranging data communication between a subscriber and the 
modulated video provider assigned to the subscriber. 

12. The television information system of claim 11 wherein 
said plurality of modulated video providers includes a 
plurality of interactive elements and a plurality of rf pro- 
cessing units. 

13. The television information system of claim 11 wherein 
said plurality of modulated video providers comprises a 
plurality of interactive application processes and a plurality 
of rf processing units. 

14. The television information system of claim 1 further 
comprising an rf combiner connected to a source of broad- 
cast channels and to said first rf switch for combining the 
broadcast channels with each of the plurality of carrier 
frequencies for delivery to each of the respective transmis- 
sion links in said first plurality of transmission links. 

15. The television information system of claim 1 further 
comprising a second plurality of transmission links and a 
second rf switch that can selectively connect the carrier 
frequency from at least one of the modulated video provid- 
ers to any of a plurality of transmission links in said second 
plurality of transmission links, said second rf switch con- 
trolled by said system manager for directing each carrier 
frequency from said plurality of modulated video providers 
to the transmission link in said second plurality of transmis- 
sion links of the subscriber assigned to the carrier frequency, 
said system manager controlling said second rf switch and 
the assignment of carrier frequencies so that a carrier fre- 
quency and its identical carrier frequency from a different 
modulated video provider are not directed to the same 
transmission link. 

16. A television information system having a headend for 
supplying a plurality of information services comprising: 

a plurality of modulated video providers in communica- 
tion with said headend, each modulated video provider 
assignable to a subscriber from a subscriber pool for 
placing an information service selected by the sub- 
scriber on a carrier frequency assigned to the sub- 
scriber; 

a plurality of transmission links, each transmission link 
providing a preselected group of subscribers from the 
subscriber pool access to a plurality of carrier frequen- 
cies such mat a carrier frequency may be reused con- 
currently by an identical carrier frequency in different 
ones of said transmission finks; and 

a switch that can selectively connect the carrier frequency 
from at least one of the modulated video providers to 
any transmission link in a subset of transmission links 
in said plurality of transmission links, said subset being 
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less than or equal to all the transmission links in said a plurality of modulators, each modulator receiving the 

plurality of transmission links, said switch selectively television information service from one of said video 

coupling modulated video providers with subscribers provider elements, for placing the television informa- 

by directing each of the plurality of carrier frequencies tion service on one carrier frequency of said plurality of 

from said plurality of modulated video providers to the 5 carrier frequencies; and 

transmission link including a subscriber to be coupled. * switch connected between said plurality of modulators 

17. The television information system of claim 16 further and said plurality of transmission means for coupling a 
comprising a communication gateway coupled through a video provider element to a subscriber by directing the 
data communication link with the subscribers on said phi- carrier frequency from the one of said modulators 
rality of transmission links, said communication gateway 10 receiving the television information signal from the 
arranging data communication between a subscriber and the £ deo P rov * der element to me transmission means of 
modulated video provider assigned to the subscriber. ^ The cab^distribution s stem of claim 21 furthe 

18. The television ^nn'txm system of claim 17 Rising ? communication gate™/ coupled through" 
whacm aaid plurality of modulated video providers metrics data communication link with the subscribers in said phi- 

\o P cesst urnts 6 6 & " raWy ° f transnlission mcans ' said communication gateway 

processing uni s. arranging data communication between a subscriber and the 

19. The television information system of claim 17 vi(fco ifa element led (heret0 

wberem said plurality of modulated video providers com- M ^ cab , c distribution tcm of claim 22 wherein ^ 

prises a plurality of interactive application processes and a lura% of vUeo idef elemen(s iQcludes a ^ rf 

P ^ ° f /fP ro .™g™k- 4 f , . « 20 interactive elements. 

20. The televuuin information system of claim 16 com- 24 ^ cab , e lem of claim 22 wherein ^ 

pnsing an rt combiner connected to a source of broadcast „i™v*„ «f „-j -j i „ t ■ i r* * 

r , & . 1 , . . . - ... , , plurality or video provider elements comprises a plurality of 

channel and to said switch for combining ^the broadcast interactive applicaUon processes and t b c video prov [ der 

channels with each of the plurality of earner frequencies for ekment w fa ^ subscriber fa one of said , uralit of 

delivery to each of the respective transmission links in said 25 mtcractive application procC sse S . 

plurality of ransmission links 25 ^ ^ distribution tem of claim 21 

21. A cable distribution system comprising: m rf to of bn)adcast 

a plurality of transmission means, each providing broad- and to said switch for combining the broadcast channels 

cast cable service to a plurality of subscribers and each ^ cach of the p l ura lity of carrier frequencies for delivery 

carrying a plurality of carrier frequencies for the trans- 30 tQ cach of the respective transmission means in said plurality 

mission of television information services; 0 f transmission means. 

a plurality of video provider elements for providing one of 

a plurality of television information services; ***** 
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